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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Buildings, structures, and sites related to the buildup for and sustained fighting in the Vietnam 

War are turning 50 years old. Recently, an overarching historic context was developed that 

provides a broad historic overview from 1962 through 1975, highlighting the Vietnam War-

influenced construction that created facilities on many installations (Hartman et al. 2014). 

 

The historic context provides common ground for understanding the need for construction on 

military installations in support of the conflict in Vietnam. It also identifies several thematic 

areas related to stateside construction in support of the war effort under which significance can 

be defined. This report is tiered from the historic context, addresses the role of special operation 

forces in the Vietnam War, identifies specific installations and resource types associated with 

special operation forces and warfare during the Vietnam War, and provides a context to evaluate 

the historical significance of these resources.  

 

Although the military had used special operation forces and warfare and units prior to 1962, the 

war in Vietnam proved to be a turning point for the establishment and evolution of Special 

Operations in the U.S. military. All military branches incorporated aspects of unconventional 

warfare into their operations to fit mission needs. Special Operations advisors and support units 

began working in Vietnam before the war escalated in 1965. The use of Special Operations units 

became a backbone of the American war effort in Southeast Asia as the war escalated between 

1965 and 1969.  

 

The National Historic Preservation Act of 1966, as amended, requires federal agencies to 

inventory and evaluate their cultural resources, usually as they near 50 years of age. These 

special operation forces and warfare-related structures are about to turn 50.  

 

This report provides context and typology for Vietnam War (1962ï1975) special operation 

forces and warfare-related resources on Department of Defense (DoD) installations in the United 

States. This report can be used for the identification and evaluation of Vietnam War special 

operation forces and warfare-related facilities at DoD installations. This reportôs historic context 

provides military cultural resources professionals with a common understanding for determining 

the historical significance of Vietnam War special operation forces and warfare-related facilities, 

greatly increasing efficiency and cost-savings for this necessary effort. 
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raids on railroad tunnels and bridges along the Korean coast, performed beach and river 

reconnaissance, assaulted North Korean guerrilla forces from the sea, and participated in 

operations that undermined North Koreanôs fishing capability. 

2.1.4 AIR FORCE 

Air Force Special Operations were born during World War II when the 1st Air Commando Group 

was formed (as part of the Army Air Corps) in August 1943. The unit was initially established to 

support Allied guerrilla operations in Burma, but Air Commandos also deployed to the European 

theater of the war. They were active in both theaters until the end of the war. The Air 

Commandos provided pivotal support to ground forces. They inserted troops in covert locations 

across enemy lines, provided cover fire, resupplied Special Operations troops on the ground, and 

provided reconnaissance and medical evacuation support. The Air Commandos used various 

aircraft, including L-1 and L-5 scout aircraft, P-51 Mustangs, B-25Hs, and C-47s. The units also 

utilized gliders for assault and resupply. Finally, the Air Commandos had four YR-4 helicopters 

at their disposal, and were, in fact, the first to use the helicopter in a combat situation in Burma. 

The 1st Air Commando Group, like many Special Operations units established during the war, 

was deactivated by 1945.  

 

The USAF became an independent branch of the U.S. military in 1947. USAF leadership began 

considering the use of aircraft in covert operations, though no action was taken until the Korean 

War when the Air Resupply and Communications Service (ARCS) came into existence. The 

three squadrons of the ARCS were tasked with a variety of missions. They used B-29 

Superfortress bombers to drop printed leaflets in an effort to lower enemy morale (Psychological 

Operations). They also used helicopters and pararescue troops to retrieve pilots downed behind 

enemy lines. The ARCS survived the deactivations that accompanied the end of the Korean War, 

but were ultimately disbanded in the later 1950s. Specific Air Force Special Operations units 

were not reestablished until they began operating in Vietnam in the early 1960s. 

2.2 SPECIAL OPERATIONS  DURING THE VIETNAM WAR 

The Vietnam War proved to be a watershed for the establishment and evolution of Special 

Operations in the U.S. military. All military branches incorporated aspects of unconventional 

warfare into their operations to fit mission needs. Special Operations advisors and support units 

began working in Vietnam before the war escalated in 1965. The use of Special Operations units 

became a backbone of the American war effort in Southeast Asia as the war escalated between 

1965 and 1969. Special Forces units were also some of the last to leave Vietnam in the 1970s.  

 

The expansion of Special Operations during the war was the result of political and organizational 

support in the United States. Indeed, President John F. Kennedy was a strong proponent of 

Special Operations forces. The topography and decentralized nature of the conflict in Vietnam 

also lent itself to the development of Special Operations. Conventional warfare was considerably 

less effective in Vietnam than in previous wars. Finally, the integration of new technology, such 

as rotary wing aircraft, facilitated the effective use of unconventional forces. Legacy project 14-

739, Vietnam War: Helicopter Training and Use on U.S. Military Installations, Vietnam Historic 

Context Subtheme, provides a context for helicopter use in Vietnam.  
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2.2.1 ARMY 

2.2.1.1 Early War 

The Armyôs Special Operations presence in Vietnam began small and early. The United States 

sent 30 Special Forces instructors to Vietnam in May 1960 to establish a training program for the 

Vietnamese Army who were in the midst of a civil war. 

 

President Kennedy, however, was extremely concerned about the Communist-influenced Viet 

Cong insurgency in Vietnam. He was afraid that if Vietnam fell, the rest of the region could 

come under communist control. This was an unacceptable scenario to Cold War American 

policymakers. The President was also interested in fortifying the United Statesô Special 

Operations capabilities. To this end, he authorized the establishment of the 5th Special Forces 

Group (Airborne), 1st Special Forces at Fort Bragg on 21 September 1961. The group, which 

came to be known as the Green Berets, trained at the U.S. Army Special Operation Forces and 

Warfare School located at the installation.9 

 

The Green Berets were almost immediately deployed to Vietnam where they served as advisors 

and supported CIA missions in Southeast Asia. The Special Forces association with the CIA 

lasted at least until 1970. The early Special Forces advisory program came to be known as the 

Civilian Irregular Defense Group Program (CIDG). It was a program in which Army advisors 

focused their efforts on developing counter-insurgency groups among Vietnamôs rural ethic 

groups, who were, themselves, targets of Viet Cong recruiting.10 

 

Beginning in 1961, the United States Army advisors offered weapons and training to selected 

ethnic groups if they professed their support for the South Vietnamese government. Known as 

the Buon Enao experiment, the effort required an increase in the number of Special Forces troops 

in Vietnam. The program grew quickly. In February 1962, a 12-man U.S. Special Forces 

detachment was operating in forty highland villages recruiting village defenders and training the 

local security forces.11 By November 1962, there were 12 U.S. Special Forces detachments in 

Vietnam in November 1962.12 These included soldiers from the 1st Special Forces Group based 

at Okinawa and the 5th and 7th Special Forces Groups at Fort Bragg, North Carolina. By 

December 1963 Special Forces detachments had trained and armed 18,000 men as strike force 

troops and 43,376 village defenders.13  

 

Training was the primary focus of Special Operations activities until the end of 1964 when 

offensive operations began to play a larger role than training, in part due to the intensification of 

the conflict. By June 1963 the United States had trained enough South Vietnamese 

counterinsurgency units that emphasis began shifting from training to operations against the Viet 

Cong.14 Many of the offensives were conducted as joint operations with Vietnam Army units, 

 
9 Francis J. Kelly, US Army Special Forces: 1961 ï 1971, (Washington D.C., Department of the Army, 1973), 5; Andrew J. Birtle, 
U.S. Army Counterinsurgency and Contingency Operations Doctrine1942-1976 (Washington DC.: Center for Military History, 2006): 
223, 227, 458-62. Also, it should be noted that counterinsurgency training occurred in some level at all U.S. Army schools and West 
Point throughout the 1960s. 
10 Horace Sutton, ñThe Ghostly War of the Green Berets,ò Saturday Review, October 18, 1969: 25. 
11 Kelly, US Army Special Forces: 1961 ï 1971, 25-8 
12 Kelly, US Army Special Forces: 1961 ï 1971, 31 
13 Kelly, US Army Special Forces: 1961 ï 1971, 31 
14 Kelly, US Army Special Forces: 1961 ï 1971, 41 
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counterinsurgency units, and U.S. Special Forces soldiers. These offensive maneuvers, which 

focused on the utilization strike forces and border actions, laid the groundwork for combat 

operations after the war intensified in the summer of 1965.15  
 

Special Forces troops, to the extent they could, also undertook civic action projects. They operated medical 

dispensaries, assisted in the construction of schools, and initiated sanitation, agricultural, and home 

improvement projects in the villages in which the soldiers operated. These civic support programs were 

viewed as a way to win the hearts and minds of the local population. As the advisory program developed, 

it became common for two noncommissioned medical officers to accompany each Special Forces 

detachment. The medical support was extremely beneficial to the villagers. Medical officers or their 

associates had administered to over 1.5 million Vietnamese patients by the spring of 1964.16 

 

 
Source: James I. Hatton; Photo CC-44758, NARA RG 111: Records of the Office of Chief 

Signal Officer, 1860-1985 Photographs of U.S. Army Operations in Vietnam, compiled 1963 - 1973. 

 
Figure 2-3: Special Forces Soldier (H.R. Anderson) and a CIDG Soldier conducting 

Reconnaissance near My-Phuc Ty. 1967. 

 

Finally, the Special Forces undertook psychological operations between 1961 and 1965. The 

program initially emphasized direct day-to-day contact informed by a thorough knowledge and 

understanding of the ways of the local villagers and their leaders. Again, the operations were 

another avenue used to win the loyalty of the villagers. As time went by, the program became 

more formal with mass-media programing presented to assembled audiences. The programming 

 
15 Kelly, US Army Special Forces: 1961 ï 1971, 50 
16 Kelly, US Army Special Forces: 1961 ï 1971, 60 
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grew to consist of lectures, films, (American westerns were very popular), loudspeaker 

broadcasts, and the distribution of printed material.17  

 

Early Special Forces deployments were temporary six-month assignments. This changed in the 

summer of 1964 when the tours of duty were extended to one-year deployments. In addition, the 

army requested the augmentation Special Forces troop strength in Vietnam. In March 1964, the 

commanding officer of Special Forces requested that 18 additional detachments be deployed to 

Vietnam. As a result, the 5th Special Forces Group (Airborne), 1st Special Forces, with an 

authorized strength of 1,297, was assigned to Vietnam in October 1964.18  

2.2.1.2 Middle of the War 

The increased American involvement in Vietnam after 1965 diversified Army Special Forces 

operations in Southeast Asia. Direct combat and combat support missions and active 

counterinsurgency actions took on a more prominent role alongside the advisory and training 

role the Army filled in previous years.  

 

The Army established 22 new Special Forces camps between 1966 and 1967. Designated as 

ñfighting campsò in the highlands and ñfloating campsò in the delta region, the corresponding 

number of combat reconnaissance platoons was increased from 34 to 73.19 

 

The fighting camps were simple, easily-defended encampments designed as a base for extended 

operations throughout a specific tactical area of responsibility. The camps were constructed with 

locally-procured materials and labor. Floating camps were designed to be functional even during 

the annual floods of the Mekong River as buildings were constructed with a floating floor that 

rose with the water. Medical and ammunition bunkers and weapons storage areas were built on 

reinforced platforms that also floated. Finally, the floating camps had floating helipads capable 

of supporting a loaded UH-1D.20 

 

In the middle years of the Vietnam War, the Special Forces and their Vietnamese partners 

essentially became hunters of the Viet Cong and the North Vietnamese Army. No longer 

primarily advisors, U.S. forces were there to defeat the enemy. Indeed, the buildup of 

conventional U.S. forces shifted Special Operations activities from a largely defensive role to a 

distinctly offensive posture. By 1965, Special Forces troops and their Vietnamese (CIDG) 

counterparts had three clearly defined missions: destroy the Viet Cong and create a secure 

environment; establish governmental control over the population; and enlist the population's 

active support of the government.21 

 

The troop buildup during this period resulted in new challenges. For example, the Special Forces 

troops who arrived in Vietnam in small numbers prior to 1965 were careful to develop close-knit 

relationships with the Vietnamese tribesmen with whom they worked. They also understood how 

to effectively use the Vietnamese irregulars. This changed somewhat in 1965 when new 

 
17 Kelly, US Army Special Forces: 1961 ï 1971, 64 
18 Kelly, US Army Special Forces: 1961 ï 1971, 74 
19 Kelly, US Army Special Forces: 1961 ï 1971, 97 
20 Kelly, US Army Special Forces: 1961 ï 1971, 108 
 
21 Kelly, US Army Special Forces: 1961 ï 1971, 78 
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American commanders with no experience in the area began requesting that the Vietnamese 

irregulars undertake tasks they were neither trained nor prepared to execute. This remained a 

problem throughout the rest of the war.22 

 

 
Source: Robert C. Lafoon. Photo CC-43909, NARA RG 111: Records of the 

Office of Chief Signal Officer, 1860-1985 Photographs of U.S. Army Operations 
in Vietnam, compiled 1963 - 1973. 

 
Figure 2-4: A Special Forces Soldier and Villager constructing a bridge as part of the Army's Civic 

Action efforts. 1967. 

 

 

Nonetheless, the CIDG units remained indispensable for their ability to gather intelligence. The 

Vietnamese irregulars and their U.S. and Vietnamese Special Forces leaders were ideally suited 

for the task of finding enemy forces from their dispersed camps that were often located Viet 

Cong territory. The intelligence gathering role expanded as American troop commitments grew. 

The information evolved from understanding regional dynamics in an effort to undermine Viet 

Cong operations to a less intensive process in which intelligence was limited to identifying in 

Viet Cong positions and feeding the information to conventional forces.23 

 

 
22 Kelly, US Army Special Forces: 1961 ï 1971, 80 
23 Kelly, US Army Special Forces: 1961 ï 1971, 82 
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Intelligence needs also resulted in the establishment of the 403rd Radio Research Special 

Operations Detachment and military intelligence detachments (unnumbered) in 1964 and 1965. 

The members of the military intelligence detachment were subdivided into five composite teams 

that each contained men with counterintelligence, interrogation, collection, analysis, and 

administrative skills. The teams were located at group headquarters and one team went to each of 

the four company headquarters in the four corps tactical zones where they managed intelligence 

operations in conjunction with other Special Forces troops. The 403rd was an airborne 

detachment attached to the 5th Special Forces battalion. The detachment was tasked with three 

interrelated communications tasks. Trained in signal intelligence and Special Forces capabilities, 

they provided communications intelligence, security, and countermeasures in support of 5th 

Special Forces operations and missions.24  The 403rd and the military intelligence detachments 

were based at Fort Bragg, North Carolina when they were in the United States.  

 

The increased demand for intelligence resulted in the development of unconventional operations 

carried out by the Special Forces. These operations included Projects Delta, Omega, and Sigma.  

 

Project Delta operations consisted of a team infiltrating a Viet Cong controlled area by helicopter 

at dusk or after dark. The teams were initially only used for reconnaissance and were withdrawn 

if discovered, but eventually they continued operations with attacks on small targets that they 

could handle without help. When first established in December 1964, Project Delta consisted of 

six reconnaissance teams of eight Vietnamese and two U.S. Special Forces men each, and a 

reaction force. The reaction force was composed of three companies form the Vietnam Army's 

91st Ranger Battalion (Airborne). Two years later, the force had expanded to 16 reconnaissance 

teams composed of 4 Vietnamese and 2 U.S. Special Forces members, 8 roadrunner teams, and a 

reaction force of 6 companies.25 

 

Projects Omega and Sigma were each composed of 600 men organized into a reconnaissance 

element, a strike element, and an advisory command element. A typical operation might consist 

of long range reconnaissance over Viet Cong trail networks and saturation patrols in a designated 

reconnaissance zone. The reconnaissance elements would relay information to the strike 

elements who would engage small units of Viet Cong and aid in the extraction of reconnaissance 

units.26 

 

Special Forces also formed the Apache Force and the Eagle Scouts. The Apache Force was a 

combined force of Special Forces men and indigenous troops who oriented Conventional 

American forces for combat against Viet Cong or North Vietnamese Army forces. The Apache 

Force also accompanied the conventional forces for the first several days of combat. The Eagle 

scouts were similar to the Apache force but helicopter based and designed to be more mobile in 

reconnaissance and combat operations.27 

 

In late 1965, Special Forces soldiers and their Vietnamese counterparts were also formed into 

Mobile Strike Forces who specialized in long-range patrolling, reinforcement, and reaction. 

 
24 Kelly, US Army Special Forces: 1961 ï 1971, 100 
 
25 Kelly, US Army Special Forces: 1961 ï 1971, 90 
26 Kelly, US Army Special Forces: 1961 ï 1971, 138, 140 
27Kelly, US Army Special Forces: 1961 ï 1971, 90-1 
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Every Mobile Strike Force consisted of a headquarters and three companies with a total strength 

of 594. Each company was composed of three infantry platoons, a weapons platoon, and a 

reconnaissance platoon which together had a total strength of 198. Finally, a Special Forces 

detachment was assigned to every Mobile Strike Force.28 The Mobile Strike operations included 

extended roving missions in which they conducted reconnaissance, raided enemy bases, 

disrupted enemy communications and support, destroyed small enemy units, and established 

contact with large Viet Cong units before major air and ground forces could be called in. The 

strength of the Mobile Strike Forces doubled in the period from June 1966 through June 1967.29 

The 28 Mobile Strike Force companies provided indispensable support during the Tet offensive. 

As a result, the United States authorized a total of 47 companies in 1968.30  

 

Mobile Guerilla Forces were established in late 1966. Inspired by the Mobile Strike concept, the 

units were organized, trained, and equipped to operate in remote areas for 30 to 60 days at a 

time. These were areas where no previous reconnaissance or clearing had occurred. The soldiers 

infiltrated an area and undertook a wide range of actions, including the compromise of 

communications and supply routes, surveillance, collection of intelligence, and the location of 

Viet Cong forces and installations. If Viet Cong base camps were found, the Mobile Guerrilla 

Forces raided or harassed the enemy.31  

 

The Special Forces missions could be incredibly dangerous. For example, in March 1966 there 

was a significant engagement at A Shau, a Special Forces encampment about 5 miles from the 

Laotian border. Intelligence collected in early March indicated that an attack on the camp was 

imminent. In response, the 5th Special Forces Group (Airborne) committed a Mobile Strike Force 

company of 143 men, 7 of them U.S. Special Forces, arrived in the camp on March 7. The camp 

came under attack at 2 AM on March 9. Two American and 8 South Vietnamese soldiers died in 

the attack and 60 more soldiers (30 American and 30 South Vietnamese) were injured. The Army 

called for Marine Corps and Chinese Nung reinforcements, medevac, and airstrikes, but weather 

conditions precluded any immediate action. Sporadic fighting with limited air support continued 

through the day and intensified in the early morning of March 10 when the Viet Cong attacked 

the encampment again. This time they breeched the walls of the fortification. U.S. Special Forces 

and Nung volunteers fought off the attackers but became confined to the northern portion of their 

compound. By mid-morning March 10, air support finally became more regular, though still 

undermined by weather conditions. Meanwhile, conditions became desperate on the ground. 

The 380-man encampment could not withstand the attacks from 3 regiments of Viet Cong and, 

by the evening of March 10, the soldiers evacuated A Shau.32  

 

During the middle of the war, Psychological Operations (PSYOPS) continued to play an 

important role in Special Forces operations. The missions were designed to either gain or bolster 

the support of non-combatants and soldiers in Vietnam and the army used several strategies to 

pursue this goal. The most effective, according to Army documents, was simple face-to-face 

contact. Subsumed in this concept were rall ies, speeches, civic action, agitation, and one-on-one 

 
28 Kelly, US Army Special Forces: 1961 ï 1971, 92 
29 Kelly, US Army Special Forces: 1961 ï 1971, 117 
30 Kelly, US Army Special Forces: 1961 ï 1971, 127 
 
31 Kelly, US Army Special Forces: 1961 ï 1971, 134-135 
32 Kenneth Sams, ñThe Fall of A Shau: Project CHECO Report,ò April 18, 1966, accessed February 12, 2015, available from the 
National museum of the Air Force, http://www.nationalmuseum.af.mil/shared/media/document/AFD-060629-001.pdf. 
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contact. Army Propaganda Teams conducted rallies among the families of known Viet Cong 

sympathizers. Culture Drama Teams provided entertainment for the South Vietnamese Troops. 

Mobile Training Teams travelled the country providing indoctrination training and Medical 

Civic Action Teams provided medical support in Viet Cong villages.33  PSYOPS units also 

attempted to win the hearts and minds of the local population through loudspeakers mounted on 

aircraft and trucks that transmitted news, music, and civic messages. Messages and propaganda 

were also disseminated through other media, including radio, newspaper, movies, and comic 

books. PSYOPS battalions also provided support to Special Operations troops involved in 

pacification efforts. The importance of PYOPS to the Special Forces mission was pointed out in 

a late 1965 report that described PYSOPS as ñthe most important aspect of our operations.ò34  

 

Mid-War PSYOPS units started small, but grew quickly. A PSYOP unit, composed of 7 officers 

and 21 soldiers, was formed from Special Forces units based at Fort Bragg in July 1965. 

Designated the 24th PSYOP Detachment, the unit arrived in Vietnam in September 1965.35  The 

24th was almost immediately joined by another small detachment of 22 officers and enlisted men, 

the 25th PSYOP Detachment, also from Fort Bragg. A larger PSYOP group, the 143-member 7th 

PSYOP group composed of soldiers based at Okinawa and Fort Bragg, was deployed to Vietnam 

in October 1965. PSYOPS quickly overwhelmed the units. Therefore, the 6th PSYOP battalion 

was organized from regular army units in Vietnam to alleviate the challenges of the bourgeoning 

PSYOP operations. The 6th, based at Saigon and Bien Hoa, was established to provide personnel 

and logistics support as well as command and control of all Special Forces PSYOPs units in 

Vietnam.36  

 

The activation of the 6th PSYOP battalion in February 1966 signaled a new expanded PSYOPS 

mission. This included an intensified Chieu Hoi program. Chieu Hoi was a broad-based 

operation designed to encourage and facilitate the defection of Viet Cong and North Vietnamese 

soldiers and supporters. Established in 1963, Chieu Hoi did not have the resources to be very 

effective until 1967. Indeed, the United States played only an ancillary role in the program until 

1966.37 

 

The 6th PSYOP battalion was reorganized into the 4th PSYOP Group in December 1967 and 4 

subordinate companies became battalions. The 244th and 245th Companies became the 7th and 8th 

PSYOP battalions. The 246th Company became the 6th PSYOP battalion. Finally, the 19th 

Company became the 10th PSYOPs battalion.38   

 

 
33 General 1968 Command History Vol 2, 1968, 597-8, Folder 01, Bud Harton Collection, The Vietnam Center and Archive, Texas 
Tech University; SP4 Vaughn Whiting, ñMadison Avenue, Vietnam,ò Typhoon, Vol. 3, No. 6 (June 1969): 4-7. 
34 Michael G. Barger, ñSpecial Operations Supporting Counterinsurgency: 4th PSYOP Group in Vietnam, M.A. Thesis, US Army 
Command and General Staff College, Fort Leavenworth, KS, 2007, 26; General 1968 Command History, 600-602; Whiting, 
ñMadison Avenue, Vietnam,ò 4-7. 
35 Barger, ñSpecial Operations Supporting Counterinsurgency,ò 26. The detachment was designated the 245th PSYOP Company in 
1966.  
36 Barger, ñSpecial Operations Supporting Counterinsurgency,ò 26. The Battalion was designated the 4th PSYOP Group in 
December 1967.  
37 J. A. Koch, ñThe Chieu Hoi Program in South Vietnam 1963-1971,ò a report prepared for the Advanced Research Projects 
Agency, by the RAND Corporation, 1973, 20-1; Barger, ñSpecial Operations Supporting Counterinsurgency,ò 33; General 1968 
Command History, 593; History and Mission, 4th Psychological Operations Group, No Date, Folder 03, Box 01, John Cheney 
Collection, The Vietnam Center and Archive, Texas Tech University. 
38 History and Mission, 4th Psychological Operations Group, No Date, Folder 03, Box 01, John Cheney Collection, The Vietnam 
Center and Archive, Texas Tech University. 
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Within a year, the battalions of the 4th PSYOP Group were based throughout Vietnam. The 6th 

PSYOP Battalion was located a Bien Hoa and was responsible for the PSYOP support in all of 

the Corps III tactical zones, which included the populated urban areas of Saigon and Bien Hoa. 

The 7th PSYOP Battalion, based at Da Nanag, supported Marine Corps operations in the northern 

Corps I area. The battalion provided active support during the Tet Offensive. The 8th PSYOP 

Battalion, based in Pleiku and Nha Trang, provided PSYOPs in the large, central, Corps II region 

of Vietnam. The battalion also operated a radio station that broadcast messages throughout 

Vietnam. The 10th PSYOP Battalion, based at Can Tho, oversaw PSYOPS in the southern Corps 

IV area.39  

 

 
Source: Wendell D. Garrett; Photo 43940, NARA RG 111: Records of the Office of Chief  
Signal Officer, 1860-1985 Photographs of U.S. Army Operations in Vietnam, compiled  

1963 - 1973. 

 
Figure 2-5: Members of the 245th PSYOPS company set up a camera to broadcast  

a film for villagers. 1967. 
 

Army Special Operations forces also continued to implement civic actions. The 5th Group Civic 

Action Program accounted for half of all the civic action projects conducted by U.S. Army units 

during middle years of the war. Projects ranged from dam construction, crop development, 

 
39 History and Mission, 4th Psychological Operations Group, No Date, Folder 03, Box 01, John Cheney Collection, The Vietnam 
Center and Archive, Texas Tech University. 
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bridge building, and road improvements to the digging of wells, planning and supervising 

sanitation systems, the establishment of small businesses, the construction of hospitals, and the 

technical training of medical orderlies, dental technicians, and automotive mechanics.40 

2.2.1.3 End of War 

The United Statesô role in Vietnam shifted in 1969 when President Richard Nixon began 

implementing a process he coined ñVietnamizationò in which the responsibility for prosecuting 

the war would be turned over to the Vietnamese. Meanwhile, the President began a phased 

withdrawal of over 100,000 American troops during the summer of 1969.  

 

While simple in concept, Vietnamization was difficult for Army Special Forces to execute. 

According to Colonel Francis J. Kelly, Vietnamese Special Forces were not ready to take over 

the execution of their war. Moreover, Army Special Forces troops were in combat until the day 

they left, which left little room for a measured drawdown.41 
 

 
Source: Talmadge B. Harbison; Photo CC-49886, NARA RG 111: Records of the Office of  
Chief Signal Officer, 1860-1985Photographs of U.S. Army Operations in Vietnam, compiled  

1963 - 1973 

 
Figure 2-6: Spreading PSYOPS leaflets and messages via truck. 1968. 

 
40 Kelly, US Army Special Forces: 1961 ï 1971, 82-3 
41 Kelly, US Army Special Forces: 1961 ï 1971,151 
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Meanwhile, the United States and its allies began concerted operations in Cambodia and Laos in 

the summer of 1970 and winter of 1971, respectively. Cambodia and Laos were both neutral 

nations, but the border region between Vietnam and Cambodia and Laos harbored Viet Cong and 

North Vietnamese troops. Until the early 2000s, the Cambodian ground operation was described 

as one that was officially conducted by the Armyôs 1st Cavalry. Similarly, the Laotian campaign, 

known as Lam Son 719, was officially described as an operation in which no U.S. ground troops 

took part. Declassified records, however, indicate that Army Special Operations Group teams 

who had been active in covert operations across the Cambodian and Laotian borders since 1964, 

provided the functional foundation for both operations.42 

 

Troop drawdowns continued in the midst of the Cambodian and Laotian operations. Indeed, by 

1970, with a reduction in combat and decreased American resolve to move forward with 

redeployments, Vietnamization began to have a palpable effect on Special Forces operations. 

The Army began closing CIDG camps in early 1970 and by June the number of camps was 

reduced to 38 from a high of 73 three years earlier. The remaining CIDG camps were converted 

to Vietnamese Army Ranger camps by the end of the year.43 Army Special Forces troops were 

incrementally redeployed to the United States as CIDG camps were closed or converted and 

Special Forces Soldiers were replaced by a small cadge of U.S. Army Advisors at each camp.  

 

The advent of Vietnamization also resulted in a shift for the Armyôs PSYOPS operations. First, 

the PSYOPS units began transferring their operations to the Vietnamese and shifted their focus 

to supporting U.S. Army and Marine Corps pacification missions. Second, units began 

redeploying to the United States. In subsequent years, many PSYOPS units transitioned from 

active duty elements to Reserve elements. The last PSYOP units left Vietnam on 21 December 

1971 and direct American involvement in the Chieu Hoi ended in 1972.44  

 

The total redeployment of the Army 5th Special Forces Group was scheduled for 31 March 1971, 

shortly after the conclusion of Lam Son 719. About 40% of the American Special Forces soldiers 

redeployed to Fort Bragg. The rest were integrated in to conventional U.S. Army units in 

Vietnam.45  

 

Historian Andrew J. Birtle notes that the fall of Saigon and the end of the Vietnam war marked a 

turning point for U.S. Army counterinsurgency doctrine. He correctly argues that President 

Kennedyôs administration began pursuing counterinsurgency in 1962 from the optimistic 

perspective of philanthropic nation building and that, by the mid-1970s, such an approach was 

untenable.46 The original idea was that counterinsurgency would prevent the prolonged conflict 

that the Vietnam War became.  

 

 
42 ; Simon Dunstan, Vietnam Choppers: Helicopters in Battle, 1950ï1975 (Osceola WI: Osprey Publishing Ltd., 2003), 41. 
43 Kelly, US Army Special Forces: 1961 ï 1971, 156; Darrell W. Carr, ñCivil Defense Forces in Counterinsurgency: An Analysis of 
The Civilian Irregular Defense Group In Vietnam,ò M.A. Thesis, Fort Leavenworth, 2012:  94-5 
44 Michael G. Barger ñPsychological Operations Supporting Counterinsurgency: 4th PSYOP Group in Vietnam,ò M.A. Thesis, Fort 
Leavenworth, KS, 2007: 60; Koch, ñThe Chieu Hoi Program,ò 58.  
45Kelly, US Army Special Forces: 1961 ï 1971, 157; The 5th Special Forces Group transferred to Fort Campbell in 1988. 
46 Birtle, U.S. Army Counterinsurgency and Contingency Operations Doctrine,ò 477-8. 
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Counterinsurgency, moreover, was intended to give the Vietnamese the ability and resources to 

overcome threats to their well-being and prosperity. The failures of this idea were laid bare in 

1975 when civilian and military agencies and strategists turned away from counterinsurgency 

toward more conventional means of defense and diplomacy.  

2.2.2 AIR FORCE 

2.2.2.1 Early War 

Direct United States Air Force participation in the Vietnam region began in 1961. Air Force 

leadership ordered the establishment of a new squadron, the 4400th Combat Crew Training 

Squadron (CCTS), on 14 April 1961. The new unit was trained and based at Eglin AFB before 

they deployed to Southeast Asia. Code-named Jungle Jim, they were not a typical training 

squadron. They were tasked with covertly training South Vietnamese aviators using World War 

II -era fixed wing aircraft (C-47, B-26, T-28). The squadron was deployed in October 1961 with 

aircraft that were painted to match the insignia of the South Vietnamese Air Force. The airmen, 

who entered South Vietnam under the pretense of providing aid to flooded villages in the 

Mekong Delta, wore simple uniforms and carried nothing that might identify them as Americans. 

Once in Vietnam, they were expressly ordered keep a low profile and avoid the press. Their 

operation, called OPERATION FARM GATE, lasted until 1963.47 

 

Another Air Force unit, 2d Advanced Echelon deployed to Vietnam and established at Tan San 

Nhut Airport near Saigon in the fall of 1961. They supported OPERATION FARM GATE by 

providing reconnaissance and intelligence, again under the guise of humanitarian relief in the 

Mekong Delta.48  

 

The Air Force Special Operations presence increased in January 1962 when RANCH HAND, a 

unit of 69 men and 6 C-123s, arrived at Tan San Nhut. The unit was tasked with the application 

of defoliants to open up the jungle canopy along communication routes.49 They also flew C-47s 

(previously based at Pope AFB, North Carolina) equipped with loudspeakers and the ability to 

spread leaflets for psychological operations in support of FARM GATE. 

 

By 1964, the RANCH HAND mission had evolved into solely a defoliation operation run by 

crews from the 309th Air Commando Squadron, a redesignated troop carrier unit out of Pope 

AFB, North Carolina. The defoliation missions also evolved from a program focusing on 

communication routes to one that also targeted transportation routes and enemy crops. The 

missions were also modified to target Viet Cong ñsafe havensò in the Mekong Delta. RANCH 

HAND crews sprayed defoliant over nearly 100 square miles of jungle and destroyed over 

15,000 acres of crops in 1964. The program grew in 1965 to include operations in neighboring 

Laos.50 

 
47 Jacob Van Staaveren, ñUSAF Plans and Policies in South Vietnam, 1961-1963,ò (USAF Historical Division Liaison Office, 1965) 
11, 14, 34. Accessed February 4, 2015, available at http://www2.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/NSAEBB/NSAEBB248/. 
48 Russell G. Ochs, ñThe Evolution of USAF Search and Rescue in Southeast Asia,ò (Maxwell Air Force Base, AL.) 4, accessed 
February 5, 2015, available at http://rotorheadsrus.us/documents/Ochs-7366-4.pdf ; Van Staaveren, ñUSAF Plans and Policies,ò 18. 
49 Project CHECO Southeast Asia Report # 171 - Ranch Hand Herbicide Operations in Southeast Asia - 01 July 1961 to 31 May 
1971, 13 July 1971, Folder 0169, Box 0003, Vietnam Archive Collection, The Vietnam Center and Archive, Texas Tech University, 
6; Van Staaveren, ñUSAF Plans and Policies,ò 18-19 
50 James R. Clary, ñRanch Hand Operations in SEA: 1961-1971, July 13 1971, 9-10, 11, 13. See also William Buckingham, Jr. The 
Air Force and Herbicides in Southeast Asia, 1961-1971 (Washington DC.: Office of Air Force History, 1982). 
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The expansion of USAF Operations in Vietnam is evident in the fact that the number of USAF 

aircraft deployed to South Vietnam increased from 35 in 1961 to 117 by the end of 1963.51  

 

FARM GATE was disbanded in June 1963 and the 1st Air Commando Squadron was established 

in its place with detachments at Bien Hoa Airfield, Pleiku Airfield, and Soc Trang. The 1st Air 

Commando Squadron was officially organized at the Special Air Warfare Center (SAWC) at 

Eglin AFB in the United States. The unit was a component of President Kennedyôs effort to 

expand the United Statesô Special Operations and counterinsurgency capabilities, an effort best 

known for the creation of the Armyôs Green Berets. The SAWC was created to train and instruct 

the Air Forceôs newly created counterinsurgency Air Commandos. The Air Force 

counterinsurgency mission was described in 1962 as an advisory program to ñteach our distant 

allies how to put down Communist aggression.ò52 In reality, the Air Commandos served as an 

adjunct to CIA operations in Southeast Asia.  

 

Trained at Eglin AFB in Florida and Stead AFB in Nevada (NV), the air commandos initially 

tested and developed techniques that enabled them to serve as advisors. Specifically, they trained 

in and developed instructional programs in guerrilla warfare, low-level drop techniques for 

equipment and personnel, close air support, fast deployments, reconnaissance, and psychological 

operations. They also trained in hand-to-hand combat and many were qualified by the Army as 

paratroopers. Finally, the Air Commandos played an active role in the research, development, 

and testing of equipment.53  

 

The 1st Air Commando Squadron operated out of Bien Hoa Airfield, Pleiku Airfield, and Soc 

Trang from 1963 until 1966 when they transferred to Nakhon Phanom Air Base in Thailand. The 

squadronôs advisory mission evolved into a combat and combat support mission as the war 

intensified.  

2.2.2.2 Middle of the War 

A 1967 Air Force report reflecting on the growth of activities in Vietnam noted that air war 

capabilities and responsibilities had dramatically expanded. Air Force missions ranged from 

transport to assault, but the authors maintained that Special Operations (Special Air Warfare) 

remained the foundation of Air Force activities in Southeast Asia. Special Air Warfare fell into 

four categories: revolutionary development, counterinsurgency, psychological warfare, and civic 

action.54 

 

Revolutionary development was a ñnation-buildingò program intended to prepare Vietnam for 

ñfuture economic growth.ò55 To this end, Special Air Warfare units assisted in the construction 

of infrastructure, schools, and medical centers and facilitated the development of local industry, 

especially fishing and textiles. 

 

 
51 Van Staaveren, ñUSAF Plans and Policies,ò 104. 
52 Claude Witze, ñUSAF Polishes it new COIN,ò Air Force Magazine, June 1962, 46-7 
53 Witze, ñUSAF Polishes it new COIN,ò 49-50. 
54 Department of the Air Force, ñFact Sheet: The U.S. Air Force in Southeast Asia,ò Report 3-67 (Washington, D.C.: Department of 
the Air Force, 1967), 20. 
55 Air Force, ñU.S. Air Force in Southeast Asia,ò 20. 
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Counterinsurgency (COIN) was a mainstay of Air Force operations in Southeast Asia since the 

early 1960s. However, in 1966, a clandestine group of USAF Commandos began operating in 

Laos at the behest of the CIA. The CIA had been active in Laos since the early 1960s training 

Hmong villagers in hopes of undermining the Pathet Lo villagers who supported the North 

Vietnamese. The Laos operations are best known today for the Air America fixed wing and 

helicopter cargo transport program. Another CIA operation in Laos was the Steve Canyon 

Program, which began in the mid-1960s. Steve Canyon was an operation designed to impede the 

North Vietnamese development of the Ho Chi Minh trail. Selected Air Force pilots, who came to 

be known as Ravens, flew O-1 Bird Dogs. They provided forward air control for airstrikes and 

inserted Special Forces units into Laos. The Ravens operated covertly with no identification 

linking them to the USAF.56 

 

In 1967, Air Force planners described psychological warfare (PSYWAR) as a tool to ñsubvert 

the enemy through the use of propagandaò designed to ñmake the enemy soldier forcefully aware 

of the economic, social, and political disadvantages of the life he is leading compared to life in 

an improved society.ò57  

 

Air Force PSYWAR operations date to at least 1962, but were not consolidated until 1965 with 

the formation of the 5th Ai r Commando Squadron. Responsible for all PSYOPS in Corps Areas 

III and IV, the squadron supported Army PSYOPS by distributing propaganda leaflets and 

broadcasting messages to enemy troops and groups deemed susceptible to enemy influence. The 

5th Air Commando Squadron was designated the 5th Special Operations Squadron (SOS) and 

placed under the 14th Special Operations Wing (SOW) in 1968, but their missions remained 

unchanged.58  

 

Air Force PSYOP crews were very busy. In a 12-month period spanning the latter part of 1965 

into 1966, the crews logged more than 16,600 hours in the air, over 4,000 hours of which 

included loudspeaker broadcasts. Over an 11-day period in January 1966 they dropped 130 

million leaflets and broadcast 380 hours of tape. According to reports, the Air Force dropped 

over one billion leaflets over Vietnam in 1966 and broadcast hundreds of hours of propaganda. 

Air Force sources claim that the efforts led to the defection of more than 15,000 Viet Cong.59 

 

The PSYOP missions lasted up to 4 hours and were conducted in cooperation with United States 

Army Special Forces and Vietnamese Army Forces (ARVN). The ARVN and Army provided 

the propaganda leaflets and tapes which were flown over target areas by Air Force C-47 

ñGooney Birdsò and U-10 aircraft.60 Air Force PSYOPs leaflet drops continued in 1967 and 

1968, but at a reduced rate. During one week in 1970 (15 ï 22 April), a total of 109,988,000 

leaflets were dropped.61 

 

 
56 Ralph Wetterhahn, ñRavens of Long Tieng,ò Air & Space Magazine, November 1998, available at 
https://www.airspacemag.com/military-aviation/ravens-of-long-tieng-284722/?all. 
57 Air Force, ñU.S. Air Force in Southeast Asia,ò 21 
58 Report, 14th Special Operations Wing - Psychological Operations of the 14th Special Operations Wing, No Date, Folder 01, Box 
01, Vietnam Women Veterans Association, The Vietnam Center and Archive, Texas Tech University. 
59 Air Force, ñU.S. Air Force in Southeast Asia,ò 21-2 
60Air Force, ñU.S. Air Force in Southeast Asia,ò 22 
61 MACJ3-11, April 1970 
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In 1968, aircraft flew 11,639 sorties dropping nearly two million leaflets. The reduction was 

partly due to the fact that leaflet drops had been significantly refined by 1968. Researchers at 

Johns Hopkins University determined that an average of 18-30 leaflets should be dropped per 

1,000 meters over target villages. The research also determined that the ideal leaflet was 6 x 3 

inches.62 

 

 
Source: Jerome McCavitt; Photo CC-36729, NARA RG 111: Records of the Office of 
 Chief Signal Officer, 1860-1985Photographs of U.S. Army Operations in Vietnam,  

compiled 1963 - 1973. 

 
Figure 2-7:  Dropping PSYOPS leaflets from an Air Force C-47.1966. 

 

The Air Force also provided assistance through civic action programs.  The Air Force defined 

civic action as an effort to provide direct support to the Vietnamese people. While medical 

support was a cornerstone of Air Force Civic Action, the program was certainly more broadly 

implemented. For example, in 1966, Airmen provided protective cover to rice harvesters in 

South Vietnam. Once harvested, the rice was transported out of the fields by the helicopters of 

the 20th Helicopter Squadron, one of two non-SAR Air Force helicopter units in Vietnam.63  

 

The Air Force deployed the 20th Helicopter squadron from Eglin AFB to Vietnam in early 1965. 

The squadron, which was renamed the 20th SOS in 1968, arrived at Tan San Nhut with 14 HH-3s 

 
62 General 1968 Command History, 604 
63 Air Force, ñU.S. Air Force in Southeast Asia,ò 21 
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in February 1965 to provide transport support for the Air Force and other military branches. 

Eight of the squadronôs helicopters were temporarily moved to Da Nang in December 1965 to 

support Marine Corps operations. The entire squadron relocated to Nha Trang in March 1966 to 

support the Armyôs 101st Airborne.  

 

The 20th Helicopterôs transport missions were often not typical. For example, their role in 

support of the 101st Airborne consisted of ferrying howitzers to the mountaintops in the mornings 

and retrieving them in the evening to prevent them from falling into the hands of the Viet Cong. 

The helicopters, most of which were transferred to Thailand in June 1966, also flew covert 

missions into Laos, North Vietnam, southern China, and Cambodia. Helicopter crews supported 

Special Operations units working in these areas.64  

 

Another USAF helicopter unit deployed to Vietnam in 1967. The 21st Helicopter Squadron 

(renamed the 21st SOS in 1968) arrived in Southeast Asia from Shaw AFB in September 1967. 

The squadronôs primary mission was the disruption of the Ho Chi Minh Trail through the 

installation of sensors and delivery of Road Watch teams. The 21st Special Operation Squadron 

absorbed the 20th SOS in 1969 and adopted the 20thôs missions.65 While most missions were 

combat related, the USAF helicopter squadron also assisted with rescues, provided humanitarian 

aid, and supported construction projects.  

 

The Air Force 14th Air Commando Wing was established with elements of the 1st Air Commando 

Squadron at Nha Trang Air Base in 1966. Additional Squadrons joined the Wing in 1968. These 

were the 3rd Air Commando Squadron (activated in Vietnam), 4th Air Commando Squadron 

(activated in Vietnam) 5th Air  Commando Squadron (activated in Vietnam), 6th Air  Commando 

Squadron, based out of England AFB, Louisiana (LA), and 15th Air Commando Squadron 

(activated in Vietnam). All the Air Commando Squadrons were subsequently redesignated 

Special Operations Squadrons. The 17th and 18th SOS joined the wing in 1969. The 18th SOS was 

based out of Lockbourne AFB in Ohio. The 17th Special Operation Squadron was established and 

eventually deactivated in Vietnam.  

 

The 14th worked closely with Army PSYOP battalions and Special Forces units. Operating out of 

10 different airfields in Vietnam, the airmen operated several different types of aircraft to 

support a broad range of operations. The 14th SOW included two PSYOP squadrons, a 

counterinsurgency helicopter squadron, two AC-47 Dragonship squadrons, and one AC-119G 

Gunship Squadron. The 14th SOW combat elements were especially active in the support of the 

CIDG program. The PSYOPS squadrons flew O-2s, U-10s, and C-47s in their support mission, 

which included the aerial distribution of propaganda leaflets and the broadcast of taped messages 

via loudspeaker. These activities spanned into the later years of the war.66 

 

The RANCH HAND defoliation operation, which began in the early years of the war, continued 

into the middle of the war under the command of the 309th Air Commando Squadron. The 

 
64 Phillip D Chinnery, Air Commando: Inside the Air Force Special Operations Command (New York, NY.: St. Martins Press, 1994) 
123-124, 129. 
65 Chinnery, Air Commando, 129. 
 
66 Report, U.S. Army - A Short History of the 14th Special Operations Wings, Nha Trang Air Base, Republic of Vietnam [2 
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RANCH HAND missions consisted of at least two C-123 aircraft flying in formation applying 

defoliant in 600-foot wide, 10-mile long, swaths. A three-plane formation could apply the 

defoliant in 900-foot wide, 10-mile long, swaths. In 1966 alone, RANCH HAND aircraft 

dispensed nearly 200,000 gallons of defoliant over 80,000 acres of landscape and cropland in 

Vietnam and Laos. The year also marked another expansion of operations as RANCH HAND 

crews began undertaking missions over North Vietnam.67  

 

Regardless of location, the missions were dangerous and vulnerable to damage from enemy 

ground troops. Therefore, as the war progressed, RANCH HAND missions incorporated heavy 

suppression techniques in which fighter aircraft preceded the C-123s over their target areas by 

about 20 seconds. The fighters deployed antipersonnel ordnance over the area to reduce the 

threat of enemy groundfire.68  

2.2.2.3 End of the War 

RANCH HAND missions continued after Vietnamization, but evolved as the United States 

attempted to shift more responsibility and resources to the South Vietnamese. While the general 

outlines of the program remained unchanged in 1968, the number of missions reduced 

significantly in correspondence with curtailed combat operations and the fact that the South 

Vietnamese Air Force (VNAF) was taking a larger role in the defoliation missions. These trends 

continued into 1969 and 1970.69 

 

In 1970, laboratory experiments determined that Agent Orange [equal parts 2,4-

dichlorophenoxyacetic acid (2,4-D) and 2,4,5-tricholorophenoxyacheric acid (2,4,5-T)], the 

herbicide used in the RANCH HAND, missions posed a significant health risk. As a result, the 

military temporarily suspended the use of Agent Orange. By the spring of 1970, RANCH HAND 

operations transitioned away from defoliation. The crews briefly provided flare support during 

the Cambodian incursion, but generally focused on PSYOPS missions over Cambodia. Even the 

PSYOPS missions were short lived. The 12th SOS was deactivated and incorporated into the 

315th Tactical Airlift Wing in early July 1970.70 

 

The deactivation did not result in the end of RANCH HAND missions and the United States 

resumed defoliation flights in late July. Crews form the 315th Tactical Airlift Wing flew about 19 

sorties a month through the summer and fall of 1970, but the program was nearing its end. 

Politicians, academics and activists in the United States argued against the use of chemicals that 

were now understood to cause considerable harm. Generally, military officials were less 

concerned about the health effects when compared to the fact that the program had become 

inefficient and uneconomical. Regardless of the motivation, military leaders decided to phase out 

defoliation operations in Vietnam by May 1971. The end came more quickly; the last RANCH 

HAND mission occurred on 7 January 1971 and the entire program was deactivated by the end 

of the month.71  

 

 
67 Clary, ñRanch Hand Operations in SEA,ò 3, 15; Air Force, ñU.S. Air Force in Southeast Asia,ò 22. 
68 Clary, ñRanch Hand Operations in SEA,ò 4. 
 
69 Clary, ñRanch Hand Operations in SEA,ò 23, 24. 
70 Clary, ñRanch Hand Operations in SEA,ò 27-8 
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Air Force Special Operations units participated in missions in Cambodia and Laos until 1973. 

The 20th SOS transported and extracted Army Special Forces Special Operations Group teams 

operating in the region in 1970 and 1971 and the Steve Canyon Program continued until 

September 1973. The 20th SOS was aboard the USS Midway for OPERATION EAGLE PULL 

and OPERATION FREQUENT WIND while the 21st SOS airlifted evacuees from Cambodia 

and Vietnam.  

 

The Air Forceôs helicopter SOS participated in one final mission before leaving the Vietnam 

region. The Khmer Rouge Navy seized an American container ship called the SS Mayaguez on 

12 May 1975. President Gerald Ford considered the seizure an act of piracy and ordered rescue 

operations, which began on 15 May. CH43s from the 21st SOS (and HH-53s from the 40th 

Aerospace Rescue and Recovery Squadron) began transporting a Marine Assault force to a 

location near the SS Mayaguez. The helicopters also provided combat search and rescue and 

assault support. The Khmer Rouge presented strong resistance making the rescue attempt 

difficult and costly. Thirteen of the 15 helicopters used in the operation were either destroyed (4) 

or damaged (9).72 This was the last combat action that the Air Force SOS saw before it was 

deactivated in September 1975. 

2.2.3 MARINE CORPS 

2.2.3.1 Early War 

Marine Corps involvement in Vietnam was limited during the early years of the war and activity 

focused on support. The first Marine squadron committed to Vietnam was a helicopter squadron. 

Marine Medium Helicopter Squadron-362 arrived at a World War II-era airfield called Soc 

Trang in the Spring of 1962. Marine Corps helicopter squadrons based their operations out of the 

airfield from 1962 until 1964 when they moved to Da Nang Air Base. The squadron supported 

American military personnel who were serving as advisors and assisted the South Vietnamese 

and the United States in providing logistical support. Marine aviators offered reconnaissance, 

assault support, medical evacuation, offensive air support, troop lift, and resupply for the combat 

troops. Known as OPERATION SHUFLY, the mission lasted until the deployment of ground 

troops in 1965. Various Marine Corps helicopter squadrons rotated in and out of Vietnam during 

this period.73 Marine Corps Special Operations forces did not arrive until March 1965.  

2.2.3.2 Middle of the War 

The A platoon of the Marine Corps 1st Force Recon arrived in Vietnam in March 1965. Their 

initial mission was to provide reconnaissance support for conventional units and ñconduct pre-

assault and distant post assault reconnaissanceò in support of landing units. Force Reconôs first 

mission in Vietnam was beach reconnaissance for the wave of Marine Corp landings in the Da 

Nang and Chu Lai areas in 1965.74 The platoon subsequently settled in at Cam Ranh Bay, their 

 
72  Earl H. Tilford Jr., Search and Rescue in Southeast Asia (Washington, DC, Office of Air Force History, US Air Force, 1980), 154. 
73 ñOperation Shufly Commemoration,ò no date, accessed February 20, 2015, available at https://www.mca-
marines.org/gazette/operation-shufly-commemoration; Fails, William R. Fails, Marines and Helicopters, 1962ï1973 (Washington, 
DC: History and Museums Division, US Marine Corps 1978), 31-2, 79. The role of Helicopters in Vietnam is not addressed in detail 
in this context.  
74 Jack Shulimson and Charles M. Jones, U.S. Marines in Vietnam: The Landing and the Buildup, 1965 (Washington D.C.: History 
and Museums Division, U.S. Marine Corps, 1978): 170, 172. 
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base of operations. Two more platoons arrived in mid-summer and fall and based themselves at 

Chu Lai and Da Nang, respectively.  

 

By May 1965, the 1st Force Recon units were assigned to United States Army Special Forces 

units operating out of Da Nang, Phu Bai, Gia Vuc, Phi Buc, Ba To, and Kham Duc. The Marines 

attached to the Army Units provided reconnaissance support for the CIDG program. In addition, 

they acted as quick response patrols providing security for downed Marine Corps (and 

presumably Army) helicopters.75  

 

Marine Corps Force Recon expanded in late 1965. The 3rd Force Recon Company was formed as 

a satellite of the 2nd Force Recon, based at Camp Lejeune, NC in September 1965. The Company 

recruited volunteers from active duty elements of the Marine Corps and departed for intensive 

training in the Caribbean and Panama in early 1966. The first units arrived in Vietnam in July 

1966. Based at Da Nang, Phu Bai, and Chu Lai the 3rd Force Recon missions initially focused on 

defensive operations near the installations, but eventually grew to incorporate more typical 

reconnaissance operations.76 

 

Reconnaissance missions were usually directed at known enemy harbor sites or related 

communication and supply lines. The Force Recon teams operated in small groups of seven 

Marines from either a platoon patrol base established in the countryside or they were inserted 

into operational areas by helicopter. Team members included a team leader [and officer or non-

commissioned officer (NCO)], a corpsman, two radiomen, and a Marine armed with an M79 

ñblooper.ò Reconnaissance patrols typically lasted three to four days. The patrols were always 

conducted in undeveloped hostile territory and soldiers were authorized to shoot anyone they 

saw without hesitation.77 These missions and strategies remained largely unchanged for the 

duration of the war.78  

 

Marine Corps leadership realized in 1966 that conventional Marine Corps units were ñtoo 

clumsyò to locate and destroy Viet Cong troop concentrations that were constantly on the move 

and expert at blending into their environment. Therefore, they implemented a strategy known as 

ñstingray.ò The ñstingrayò model provided Marine Corps Force Recon units with the training, 

equipment, and authority to call in fire missions on targets of opportunity when encountered.79 

 

Force Recon Special Operations were supplemented by the Marine Corps Combined Action 

Platoons (CAP), a program similar to the Armyôs CIDG units. First formed in August 1965, the 

CAP forces were comprised of 13 Marines, a Navy Corpsman, and a contingent of 35 

Vietnamese Popular Forces (PF).80 The CAP unit members spent their entire time in the 

Vietnamese backcountry. They had no definable base and the program was extremely 

 
75 Shulimson and Jones, U.S. Marines in Vietnam: 172 
76 Shulimson and Jones, U.S. Marines in Vietnam: 174-5 
77 B.E. Trainor, ñRecon Operations in Southeast Asia,1970-1971ò Marine Corps Gazette, Vol. 70, No. 5 (May 1986), 54 
78 See Gary L. Telfer, Lane Rodgers , and V. Keith Fleming, Jr., U.S. Marines in Vietnam: Fighting the north Vietnamese, 1967 
(Washington D.C.: History and Museums Division, U.S. Marine Corps, 1984); Jack Shulimson, Leonard A. Balsiol, Charles R. Smith 
, and David A. Dawson, U.S. Marines in Vietnam: The Defining Year, 1968, (Washington D.C.: History and Museums Division, U.S. 
Marine Corps, 1997); Charles R. Smith, U.S. Marines in Vietnam: High Mobility and Standdown, 1969 (Washington D.C.: History 
and Museums Division, U.S. Marine Corps, 1988). 
79 Shulimson and Jones, U.S. Marines in Vietnam: 179 
80 Curtis L. Williamson III., ñThe US Marine Corps Combined Action Program (CAP): Proposed Alternative Strategy for the Vietnam 
War,òM.M.S. Thesis, U.S. Marine Corps Command and Staff College, 2002, 13. 
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decentralized. Unit members were drawn from Marine Corps infantry, but CAP association with 

infantry battalions was informal and largely administrative. As one author noted, the only time a 

Marine or Sailor left the jungle was when he was ñrotating home, wounded, or dead.ò81 

 

The CAP program was voluntary, but members had to meet several requirements to be 

considered for it. First, one had to have been in Vietnam for at least four months and have no 

disciplinary actions recorded against him. He was also expected to harbor no discriminatory or 

xenophobic notions about the Vietnamese people. Finally, the volunteer needed a personal 

recommendation from his battalion commander.82 

 

 
Source: G.J. Vojack: Photo A372286 NARA RG 127: Records of the  

Marine Corps, Color Photographs of Marine Corps Activities in  
Vietnam, 1962 - 1975. 

 
Figure 2-8: Lance Corporal Elam and ARVN soldier participating in the  

Combined Action Program. 1969. 

 

Once selected for the CAP program, the Marines were sent to Da Nang for a two-week CAP 

school in which the men were taught Vietnamese customs, basic language skills, small unit 

operations, intelligence procedures and counter-intelligence measures.83 

 

CAP missions began with an encampment near a friendly village. The soldiers slowly integrated 

themselves into the village. At first they just observed the village without interfering. Once they 

 
81 Barry L. Goodson, CAP Môt: The Story of a Marine Special Forces Unit in Vietnam, 1968 ï 1969, volume 5 of the War and the 
Southwest Series (Denton, TX.: University of North Texas Press, 1997): viii; Williamson III., ñThe US Marine Corps Combined Action 
Program,ò 14-15. 
82 Williamson III., ñThe US Marine Corps Combined Action Program,ò 14. 
83 Williamson III., ñThe US Marine Corps Combined Action Program,ò 13. 
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learned the local routine, the Marines would begin to interact with the local villagers while still 

residing at their encampment. As time passed, they would begin spending a few nights a week in 

the village until, ultimately, the Marines began residing in the village full-time.84  

 

Once the American CAP forces inserted themselves into a village, they undertook the training of 

the Vietnamese Popular Force and instructed them on tactics. The Vietnamese, for their part, 

taught the Marines the Vietnamese language, instructed them on local customs, and provided 

intelligence on Viet Cong locations. Initially, the Popular Force and Marine Corps CAP units 

focused only on daytime local security and defensive patrols. Missions became more complex as 

training proceeded. Eventually, the CAP units began undertaking daily patrols during both day 

and night.85  

 

The CAP engagement with Viet Cong followed a typical pattern. Initially, when the CAP 

platoons first established themselves in a village, Viet Cong forces would retreat to more secure 

positions (villages). The CAP platoon would then fan out in an attempt to cut off the enemyôs 

access to recruits and supplies. Concurrently, U.S. Army Special Forces would conduct long 

range patrols to further destabilize Viet Cong resources. Once supply sources were effectively 

undermined, the Viet Cong typically doubled back and attempted to openly attack the villages. 

Relying on effective intelligence from villagers, the CAP platoons would call in reaction 

(combat) forces and aerial assault in anticipation of village attacks. According to Major Curtis L. 

Williamson III, the Viet Cong were no match to American conventional forces and weapons in 

such situations.86 

 

The initial success of the CAP operations was encouraging and the Marine Corps extended the 

program in subsequent years. There were 58 CAP platoons in 1966, 79 in 1967, 102 in 1968, and 

114 in 1969. The CAP program also developed a defined 6-part mission. It was: 

 

1) Destroy the Viet Cong infrastructure within the village or hamlet area of responsibility. 

2) Protect public security and help maintain law and order. 

3) Protect the friendly infrastructure. 

4) Protect the bases and lines of communication within the villages and hamlets.  

5) Organize the people's intelligence nets. 

6) Participate in civic action and conduct propaganda against the Viet Cong.87 

 

Most importantly, the CAP battalions provided a daily link between the remote villages and the 

South Vietnamese government and their allies. In many cases, the local security provided by the 

battalions served to undermine Viet Cong efforts to win the hearts and minds of the villagers.  

 

In addition to security, the Marines provided civic support. For example, in one year a single 

CAP unit constructed or facilitated the construction of nine bridges; 9 churches, temples, or 

pagodas; 13 culverts; 4 dispensaries; 113 family dwellings; 8 fences; 3 market places; 3 

playgrounds, 1.45 miles of roads; 6 schools with 9 classrooms; 1 public shower; 4 public 

 
84 Williamson III., ñThe US Marine Corps Combined Action Program,ò 16. 
85 Williamson III., ñThe US Marine Corps Combined Action Program,ò 16 
 
86 Williamson III., ñThe US Marine Corps Combined Action Program,ò 39-40. 
87 Williamson III., ñThe US Marine Corps Combined Action Program,ò 14. 
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restrooms; 95 wells; 8 dams/dikes; and 1 village office. Marine Corps civic actions continued 

throughout the middle years of the war and grew to include larger projects such as the 

construction of a 10-building, 120-bed, childrenôs hospital in Quang Tri City.88 

 

The Marine Amphibious Force (MAF), which was deactivated after World War II, was 

reactivated as III MAF for operations in Vietnam in May 1965. However, unlike World War II 

where the MAF was a small reconnaissance force, the Vietnam iteration of the Force filled a 

more traditional role. The III MAF consisted of the 3rd Marine Division, 1st Marine Aircraft 

Wing, and elements of the 1st Marine Division. Based at Chu Lai, Phu Bai, and Da Nang, the III 

MAF participated in largely conventional campaigns. As such, the III MAF grew from and initial 

strength of 5,000 soldiers to 70,000 men by 1966. By 1969 the MAF had grown to over 80,000 

troops.89  

2.2.3.3 End of the War 

By 1970, Vietnamization and the associated troop drawdowns placed Marine Corps 

Reconnaissance units front and center in security and intelligence gathering operations in areas 

where Marine Corps troops were still deployed. They filled a void left by the decrease in 

traditional combat units.90   

 

The reconnaissance units continued to call in fire missions, but this activity became exceedingly 

rare by 1970 because there were very few worthwhile targets in the areas where they operated.91 

This resulted in a dramatic drawdown of Force Recon units in Vietnam. For example, the 3rd 

Force Recon was at its peak strength in January 1970 with an average monthly strength of nearly 

170 men. Six months later, when the 3rd Force Recon was deactivated, the unit consisted of one 

officer and one enlisted Marine.92 The 1st Force Recon was also redeployed to Camp Pendleton 

in 1970 and deactivated in 1974.  

 

The CAP program reached its peak in January 1970 with a strength of 44 officers and nearly 

2,200 enlisted men. However, policy changes associated with Vietnamization soon diminished 

CAP strength. Deactivations began in February 1970 and gained considerable momentum over 

the summer. By the end of July, the total number of CAP troops was about half of what it was 

less than 7 months earlier. The CAP program continued shrinking until the end of 1970 when it 

consisted of one CAP group attached to the 3rd Marine Expeditionary Brigade (MAB). The last 

CAP soldiers left Vietnam in June 1971 with the 3rd MAB.93  

 

 
88 Michael P Peterson, The Combined Action Platoons: The U.S. Marines' Other War in Vietnam. (New York, NY.: Praeger 
Publishers, 1989): 104; Marine Corps Historical Reference Pamphlet: U.S. Marine Corps Civic Action Effort in Vietnam March 1965 - 
March 1966, 1968, Folder 05, Box 01, James Friguglietti Collection, The Vietnam Center and Archive, Texas Tech University; Telfer, 
Rodgers, and Fleming, Jr., U.S. Marines in Vietnam . . . 1967: 189, 192-3; Shulimson, et. al., U.S. Marines in Vietnam . . . 1968: 
604, 605, 612; 287-288; Smith, U.S. Marines in Vietnam . . . 1969, 287-88. 
89 Jack Shulimson, ñThe Marine War: III MAF in Vietnam, 1965-1971,ò, n.p., available at 
https://www.vietnam.ttu.edu/events/1996_Symposium/96papers/marwar.php; Smith, U.S. Marines in Vietnam . . . 1969, 2. 
90 Trainor, ñRecon Operations,ò 54.  
91 Trainor, ñRecon Operations,ò 54. 
92 Command Chronology, 01 January 1970, Folder 025, US Marine Corps History Division Vietnam War Documents Collection, The 
Vietnam Center and Archive, Texas Tech University. 
93 Graham A. Cosmas and Terrence P. Murray, U.S. Marines in Vietnam: Vietnamization and Redeployment 1970ï1971 
(Washington, DC: History and Museum Division Headquarters, U.S. Marine Corps, 1986): 139 ,150, 152. 
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Major Curtis L. Williamson III reviewed the successes and failures on the CAP program in 2002. 

He noted that the small CAP units successfully provided security ñat little cost to the peasant and 

his way of life.ò He also noted that the integration of the Marines into the village resulted in an 

effective, two-pronged intelligence program. On one hand, villagers, who developed a 

relationship with the Marines regularly provided imperative information. On the other hand, the 

Viet Cong who relied on villagers for their own intelligence, experienced an information drought 

where the CAP forces were active. Similarly, the Viet Cong recruitment of villagers was 

effectively undermined in villages where the Marines were operating.94  

 

Williamson points out three areas where the CAP program failed to meet expectations. First, 

many Marines were never able to fully appreciate and respect the Vietnamese villagers. Cultural 

ignorance and petty theft was not uncommon among the Americans. Second, he notes that the 

lack of a strict command structure undermined troop discipline. In addition to incidences of petty 

theft, there were isolated cases of extortion, rape, and murder. While these activities are not an 

indictment of the CAP program as a whole, Williamson points out that such behavior was less 

likely to occur under the direct command of a senior officer. Third, the CAP program suffered 

from the lack of a unified overarching strategy that could shape missions; instead the CAP units 

were isolated without mutual support. Finally, Williamson argues that the CAP battalions were 

hamstrung by Marine Corps leadership who were more interested in search and destroy missions 

along the DMZ than the specialized counterinsurgency operations on which the CAP program 

focused.95 

 

The CAP continued in 1970, but like other aspects of the war, it was in transition. Civic support 

projects became less common through 1970 due to two factors. One was the simple reality that 

there were fewer and fewer Marines available to undertake such tasks. Second, in keeping with 

the Vietnamization policy, more civic action projects were placed in the hands of the Vietnamese 

military. Most official civic action undertakings were cancelled by the end of the year. 

Nonetheless, Marines and engineer units still in Vietnam undertook some civic action projects 

near their installations until the Spring of 1971.96 

2.2.4 NAVY 

2.2.4.1 Early War 

The Navyôs first Special Operations foray into Vietnam occurred in 1959 when members of UDT 

12, based at Coronado, California, piloted boats up the Mekong River into Laos when they 

delivered 10 landing craft to Laotian anti-Communist forces. The team also carried out 

hydrographic surveys along South Vietnamôs coast.97 This, however, was an isolated mission and 

not reflective of a programmatic Special Operations effort in Southeast Asia.  

 

 
94 Williamson III., ñThe US Marine Corps Combined Action Program,ò 18, 21, 22. 
95Williamson III., ñThe US Marine Corps Combined Action Program,ò 29-32. 
96 Cosmas and Murray, U.S. Marines in Vietnam . . . 1970ï1971,ò 171-2, 227. 
97 The Underwater Demolition Team Handbook: First Edition 1965, 1965, 12, Folder 02, Box 02, Jerry J. Fletcher Collection, The 
Vietnam Center and Archive, Texas Tech University; Edward J. Marolda and G. Wesley Pryce III, A Short History of the United 
States Navy and the Southeast Asian Conflict: 1950ï1975 (Washington, DC: Navy Historical Center Department of the Navy 1984), 
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President Kennedyôs Chief of Staff, General Maxwell Taylor, visited Vietnam in October 1961 

on a fact-finding mission. One of the conclusions he came away with was that the United States 

needed to develop increased counterinsurgency capabilities. The Navy responded by establishing 

two 60-man SEAL (Sea, Air and Land) teams on 1 January 1962. The SEALS were trained to 

carry out guerilla warfare at sea and in rivers, canals, harbors and adjacent land areas. The SEAL 

teams were also expected to train American and Allied forces in Special Operations. SEAL 

Team 1, was assigned to the Pacific Fleet and based at Coronado Island (now Naval Base 

Coronado). A second team, SEAL Team 2, was assigned to the Atlantic Fleet and based at Little 

Creek, VA (now Joint Expeditionary Base ï Little Creek).  

 

The newly established SEAL teams focused on commando-style raiding from the sea or through 

the air. Like other Special Operations units, they focused on unconventional warfare using small-

unit tactics, paramilitary direct-action missions, and reconnaissance.  

 

The SEAL teams were drawn from existing UDT units. The UDT teams were already trained to 

clear underwater obstacles in advance of assaulting groups. The SEALs added additional 

capabilities including airborne and land operations. Moreover, the new units began training 

immediately for covert direct action and reconnaissance missions on land. Prospective SEALS 

underwent significant training that spanned over half a year. Primary training, which lasted four 

months, was quite similar to UDT training, which was essentially unchanged since World War 

II. A centerpiece of the program was a rigorous conditioning regime, including the notorious 

ñHell Weekò exercises. Seamen who completed the initial training program travelled to Fort 

Benning, Georgia (GA) where they spent three weeks undergoing Airborne training. At this 

point, most of the sailors were assigned to existing UDT units. A small percentage went straight 

to a SEAL team. At this point they embarked on another 6 weeks of training to become 

operationally qualified as Navy SEALs. 

 

Detachments from SEAL Team 1 and SEAL Team 2 deployed to Vietnam in 1963 and 1964. 

Based at Da Nang, the detachments served as advisors to American and South Vietnamese 

soldiers and worked closely with the CIA. They also instructed American advisors and South 

Vietnamese frogmen and Coastal Force commandos in Special Operations, but did not serve in a 

combat role.98  

 

Nonetheless, the SEAL Teams required specialized transport boats in Vietnam. To this end, the 

Navy developed the small Patrol Torpedo Fast (PTF) boat force, which was capable of carrying 

out hit and run and landing operations along the coast. The first boats were 2 Korean War-era 

motor torpedo boats that the Navy reactivated in 1962 and armed with 40-millimeter and 20-

millimeter guns. By 1963, the Navy had acquired 2 more PTF craft for the SEAL teams. They 

were Norwegian-built boats called ñNastysò that were considered ideal for the Southeast Asian 

environment. The PTF force grew to 8 boats by the end of 1964 with the addition of 4 more 

ñNastys.ò Recommissioned transport submarines were also placed at the SEALsô disposal for 

landing and supply, intelligence gathering, and rescue operations.99  
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The Navy established a second counterinsurgency unit in February 1962. Known as the Naval 

Construction Battalion (Seabee) Technical Assistance Teams (STAT), they were 13-man units 

whose mission it was to build goodwill and the support of local populations by undertaking civic 

actions in Vietnam.100 The Navy Seabee teams were based in the United States at the Naval 

Construction Battalion Centers (CBC) in Gulfport, Michigan and Port Hueneme, California.  

 

 
Source: NARA, Record Group 428, General Records of the Department of the Navy,  

1941 - 2004 Series, General Color Photographic File of the Department of Navy,1958 ï 1981. 
 

Figure 2-9: Members of U.S. Navy Seal Team One move down the Bassac River in a Seal Team 
Assault Boat during operations along the river south of Saigon. 

 
 

The first Seabee STAT team deployed to Vietnam for 6 months in late January 1963. By the end 

of 1964, 14 Seabee STAT teams were either operating in Vietnam or had completed their 6-

month tours of duty. The Seabee Teams undertook a variety of projects. One of the most novel 

programs, the Strategic Hamlet Program, aimed to separate civilians from the Viet Cong through 

the construction of villages. STAT teams grouped civilians in defended hamlets where they 

constructed houses, schools, hospitals, roads, and infrastructure. A separate Seabee Team 

deployed to Vietnam in 1964 to dig deep wells throughout the country where villagers had no 

access to fresh water.101 These projects were undertaken to assist the CIA and Army CIDG 

program.  

 
100 Marolda and Pryce III, Short History of the United States Navy, 10; Edwin Bickford Hooper, Mobility Support Endurance: A Story 
of Naval Operational Logistics, 1965-1968 (Honolulu, HI, University Press of the Pacific, 2003), 15. 
101Civil Engineers, Seabees and Bases in Vietnam, 1971. 258-9, Folder 05, Box 01, Douglas Pike Collection: Unit 03 - Technology, 
The Vietnam Center and Archive, Texas Tech University.  
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